Melville's oil-anointed "mincer" is a stooge of logocentrism in this scene, it is well to remember that he is its scourge as well.
Closer attention to such passages should alter our understanding of what transgression Melville meant when he wrote to Hawthorne in 1851, "I have written a wicked book, and feel spotless as the lamb" (Melville 1967: 566) , or when, in "The Advocate," he frets lest Moby-Dick be deemed "some hideous and intolerable allegory" (177). Ultimately, Melville's wickedness is more thoroughgoing and original than influential accounts of the book's romantic reinscription of Satan's rebellion will suggest. To be sure, although the allegorical struggle of Ahab against an inscrutable power grips readers to the present day, no reader can long ignore the way in which Ahab, with his sublime quarrel, becomes harder and harder to locate amid the book's very efflorescence of leaves, amid the "sheds and shanties"-as Melville called them--of its prodigious textuality. Moreover, although the honor Melville's greatest work too tardily earned might never have come without that work's unification as an allegory, it is also true that MobyDick has ever discommoded defenders of its unified, or allegorical, structure. "Blubber is blubber," Melville wrote in an 1850 letter to Richard A. Dana, warning that his book would be "ungainly as the gambols of the whales themselves" (Melville 1967: 552) . Whatever one's final disposition to the experience of Moby-Dick's "deglutition" (as one early reviewer described the sensation of reading Moby-Dick), one soon enough discovers in it less an adventure narrative, a romantic quest, or a sublime allegory than a massive compendium of knowledges exceeding and outlasting the selfconsumption of its Hellenic magnifico. Moby-Dick is not an antinomian, or even impious, passion play but an exhaustive and exhausting roster of rhetorical, mechanical, and exegetical maneuvers-a technician's or librarian's or pettifogger's tale. Melville (1957, 1982) , whose architectonic "anatomies" did not so much dissect as reassemble, making out of cryptic images and generic chaoses symphonic "great codes" capable of rationalizing and organizing any amount of"traffic." Frye's work, which wedded sacral Christian value to New Critical method, refitted for modern literary criticism the sturdily braced hendiadys of textual unity and aesthetic value that had proven so useful to romantic theorists, who had themselves adapted "supernatural" (theological) criteria to "natural" (poetic) ends. Indeed, behind Thompson A front-page editorial in the Christian Register of 1849, for instance, re-veals that the presumption of biblical opacity, heterogeneity, and disunity had become so commonplace that where exegetes had once fretted about how faith was to survive scriptural obscurity, now revisionists deemed a belief in textual heterogeneity requisite to faith. The editorialist endeavors to stem this tide, writing, "We cannot conceive why a statement must be difficult to be understood, or susceptible of diverse interpretations, to be an article of faith." Similar assurances as to the compatibility of textual unity and spiritual good order were to be found everywhere, as in a it might say to us (its power and efficacy in inspiring and guiding faith)? In this endeavor, both sides were encamped on slippery slopes. Orthodox defenders of the Bible's literal truth fell prey to scholastic contortions-and did so for the sake, sometimes, of textual minutiae boasting scant power to inspire. Liberals, on the other hand, were beset by temptations to trim for the sake of the text's "spirit," or its applicability to the Christian life. And once the text was yielded to its applications, to criteria of relevance or meaning, once liberal scholars allowed themselves to excise just this or that small historically unpalatable fact as an interpolation or textual corruption, then the very fabric of revelation began unraveling. The exegete tampering with the letter of the text for the sake of its spirit stood in danger of contaminating sacred history. In sum, scholars of both stripes carrying the old Pauline banners of "letter" and "spirit" found themselves liable to be embarrassed by the very methods on which their dignity was staked, by the incoherence their methods wrought. In the thick of this debate, Melville uses Moby-Dick to reflect on, and ultimately to expose, the essential hostility to history compromising the unifying efforts of liberal and orthodox interpreters alike. (Melville 1967: 307) . No matter that these plates show a creature clearly too small in the mouth to swallow Jonah. Melville's expositor, with access to more "scientific" whale depictions, will solve this difficulty by expanding on the assertions of one "Bishop Jebb" who claims that Jonah never reached the whale's belly but was "temporarily lodged in some part of his mouth." When, at this point, the doubting fisherman frets that surely the whale's digestive juices might then have had some pernicious effect on poor Jonah, his doubts are answered with additional pedantries tricked out as positive Bible science. But when the sailor then questions the improbably foreshortened three-day journey from Joppa to Nineveh, Melville's hapless divine will finally, contradictorily, upbraid the Sag Head sailor for his "foolish pride of reason" (308). Here orthodox positivism dead-ends, for while the orthodox interpreter would prove the historical veracity of the Scriptures, preserving their authority by affirming their literal truth, he must reserve a case against human reason when the tools of logic cut too finely. Flustered, he appeals to evidence supplied by "Catholics" and "Turks," heretics here hastily promoted to the status of the "highly enlightened" (308). The orthodox hunt for a one-to-one correspondence between letter and spirit, a perfect alignment of historical signifier and spiritual signified, does nothing but unseat the spirit. The harder one presses the biblical texts, the more they look like fish stories, the less like gospel truth; the more one relies on positive biblical science, the more rickety the dogma propped up by this science becomes.
By all accounts, and as his full oeuvre makes it hard to gainsay, Melville had considerably more sympathy for liberal theologians than for their orthodox opponents. Yet he does not scruple to reveal the sometimes narcissistic glibness of the liberal exegete. As he argues in chapters like "The Spirit Spout" and "The Blanket," liberals will too often mistake their own lights for the text's, too often mistake the interpretive medium for the body and substance of truth. Infatuated with "inspiration," liberals mistake their own flights of imagination for divine afflatus. Thus, "while composing a little treatise on Eternity," Melville writes, "I had the curiosity to place a mirror before me, and ere long saw reflected there, a curious involved worming and involution in the air above my head" (314).
Further, insofar as imaginative ether is an element saints and sinners imbibe, the search for spirit-a Faustian enterprise-may make bedfellows of philosophers and devils. Every spirit hunter may find his air castle "glorified by a rainbow, as if Heaven himself had put its seal upon his thoughts" (314)-with baleful consequences. For when, Melville suggests, we mistake our own effulgent thought for the world's dreaming, we may account the sea's face more welcoming than it materially is. Ishmael on the masthead twice loses mastery of his own head-and nearly loses his life-when he forgets that the sea's surface may reflect, even soften, our own faces, while sheathing its own adamantine otherness. The dreamer falling from great heights into his own reflection will find the water as hard as duller fellows do.
Sometimes, as Melville shows, the liberal interpreter's rudest awakening is to find himself dressed in his opponent's cassock. The intellectual pleasure of the allegorical procedure can so distract that, caught up in the spiritual eloquence of the whale's flesh, the liberal will-as in "The Blanket"-contrive a moral he might not endorse in more sober moments. His head turned, the foolish liberal vaunts: "Do thou, too, live in this world without being of it! Be cool at the equator; Keep thy blood fluid at the Pole" (261). This nostrum of weaned affections is, of course, a Calvinist cliche and orthodox truism, but the dreamy exegete has nothing to blame for it but his own liberal method. Those who are too easily drawn into hermeneutic circles, finding in the text what they expect to find, may be foiled by their own projecting hubris.
While Father Mapple's allegory of Jonah's travail is based on the same ontological impatience, and is marked by the same sublime allegorizing, as Ahab's homily on the whale. His homily makes the truth, to use terms crucial later in the book, a "fast fish" -owned, controlled, and secured by the clerical functionary whose authority may grow in exact proportion to the esotericism of his "lower layer." Interpreting a story about disobedience, and ostensibly reproving the scriptural Jonah for his hubris, Father Mapple nevertheless winds up his sermon with a celebration of the steadfast ego: "Delight is to him-a far far upward and inward delight-who against the proud gods and commodores of this earth, ever stands forth his own inexorable self. Delight is to him whose strong arms yet support him when the ship of the base treacherous world has gone down beneath him. Delight is to him, who gives no quarter in the truth and kills, burns and destroys all sin" (51).
Affixed a posteriori to the steadfastness of the inexorable self, the Lord's authority is employed to launder an all-too-familiar Protestant hubris: The purposes of the self are scribbled over the Lord's forged signature, as the archbishoprick lights leaves with leaves, truth with the history of truths. In these tableaux of the Hellenist as human manqu--Ahab pegged to one point on the deck, Father Mapple in his roped-off perch-Melville discovers not only the solipsism and sterility but also the sacrificial imperative, the hostility to history, and, finally, the will to institutional aggrandizement that are concealed beneath the search for pure Being. Spirit spout and try-pot send up one oily flame, burning all flesh by one light.
As I want to show now, genuine sanctuary from these dark theological mills is to be found only in an embrace of history which, because always local, must always be revised according to present circumstance. Carlyle's metaphor for such revision is the "tailoring" that makes truth literally suitable to the exigencies of a particular time and place. In Moby-Dick, a book whose debt to Carlyle is profound, this historically specific strain of truthwith-its-blubber-on appears in the guise of cetology, the practical science of whales. In Moby-Dick, cetology harbors and protects both the loose fish and the stray letters that theology must -for the love of reason-spear, submerge, and consume.
Hebraism: Theology to Cetology
Melville's skepticism about the spirit spout of Christian Hellenismwhether expressed in tableaux of Ahab's baroquely romantic depredations on the truth or in Father Mapple's logocentric tropisms of burning and killing-is counterpointed, as I have intimated, by the prolixity of the very text that contains them. In this text, the extravagances of the wandererscribe merge into those of all his interpretive precursors, so that whereas Ahab and Mapple literally rope themselves off in pursuing their versions of pure and unitary truth, Ishmael's knowing takes momentum and energy from its very promiscuousness. Melville's historical eclecticism, his conviction that the way is in rather than through the letter, and, finally, his fascination with syntheses of action and precept in wisdom--all these inform the Hebraic structure, style, and matter of a text devoted to rescuing Ishmael from Ahab's Hellenic captaincy. The feebleness of this scholarly codicil is, of course, exposed by the actual orthographic variety of the words among which it is included, and especially by the closing two entries, where the discrepancy of one letter (h, as it happens!) explicates the letter's role as one not so much of securing ontological meaning as of defining jurisdictions of meaning. The difference between pekee and pehee is, we may infer, only that between its rivalrous namers. In addition to this demonstration, at Hakluyt's expense, of knowledge's hardly disinterested will to power, the tenuousness of Hakluyt's position is underscored by the provenance of his own utterance. Like all of the other etymological proofs, Hakluyt's alarm is unearthed by a minor scribe, a researching drone, "a late consumptive usher to the grammar school," whose dubious reliability corrupts that of his sources as well.
History, Melville opens by implying, is a palimpsest of vehemencies like
Hakluyt's, each asserting its own claim to original and authoritative power. Positive dictionary definitions of whale collected by the late consumptive usher to the grammar school offer not evidence but only one generation's rough surmise of reliable truth. Truth claiming any greater privilege than this-moreover, truth flexing its muscles, as in Hakluyt's screed-must naturally compromise its claim to disinterest and to self-evidence as well.
The next chapter, "Extracts," exacerbates the crisis of authority by introducing the consumptive usher's doppelganger in the person of the hapless "sub-sub," seeker after veritable "gospel cetology": "It will be seen that this mere painstaking burrower and grubworm of a poor devil of a subsub appears to have gone through the long Vaticans and street stalls of the earth picking up whatever random allusions to whales he could anyways find in any book whatsoever, sacred or profane. Therefore you must not, in every case at least, take the higgledy piggledy whale statements, how-ever authentic, in these extracts for veritable gospel cetology" (2). In the sub-sub's redacted text, extracts from the Bible share space with "some- practices that would support one case or another, his "advocacy" is informed by a belief in the relevance of only that truth which can be made immanent, which can be vernacularized, by and in human usage. That is why the "The Advocate" is composed as a dialogue with an interlocutor and why "The Affidavit" consists of a sheaf of evidences not weakened, but strengthened, by diversity and topicality. If Ahab seeks truth through a searing and transfixing vision of his synchronic "chart," Ishmael would instead secure wisdom by means of more digressive "higgledy-piggledy" researches, themselves an occupation and a way. To presume ever to catch truth out of time, to presume that one may make it a "fast fish," is not only to contradict human experience; it is also to blaspheme by evading the discipline that experience confers. The human walker, the Ishmaelite, Melville counsels, ignores such wisdom at his peril. Thus, it is a version of the Ecclesiast's legalistic wisdom-"Fear God, and keep his commandments for this is the whole duty of man"-rather than of the Apostle's transcendent knowledge-"Christ redeemed us from the Curse of the Law" (Galatians 3:13) -that finally saves Ishmael from Ahab's fire. Recall that in the opening pages of the book, Ishmael had put off spell of the hypos, a death wish, with a course of diversionary reading and a period of busyness at sea. At the end, he will escape the vortex by clinging to the still-buoyant, though opaque and obscure, coffin of his brother, Queequeg. But at the exact center of the book, Ishmael's final survival is already suggested, and the wisdom of his initial course confirmed, in his responsiveness to a Solomonic word. For there, at the try-pots where this essay began, Ishmael suffers a vision of hell, in which "the rushing Pequod, freighted with savages, and laden with fire and burning a corpse, and plunging into that blackness of darkness, seemed the material counterpart of her monomaniac commander's soul" (354).
Converted momentarily to an allegorist after Ahab's dark training, Ishmael falters, and a "stark, bewildered feeling, as of death came over me" (354). Yet this feeling, a bit of the hypos, passes. This convulsion of allegory, Ishmael rouses himself to realize, is but a "hallucination of the night." Apostrophizing "Look not too long into the face of the fire," he clings to this paraphrase of Ecclesiastical wisdom: "Tomorrow in the natural sun, the skies will be bright; those who glared like devils in the forking flame, the morn will show in far other, at least gentler relief" (354). He closes the chapter with this citation: "The truest of all men was the man of sorrows, and the truest of all books is Solomon's. Ecclesiastes is the fine hammered steel of woe. This wilful world hath not got hold of unchristian Solomon's wisdom yet.... But even Solomon says, the 'man that wandereth out of the way of understanding shall remain in the congregation of the dead.... There is a wisdom that is woe, but there is a woe that is madness"' (355).
Fortified with this Hebraic wisdom-the wisdom that, in fact, there is a "time for every purpose under heaven; a time to be born and a time to die" -Ishmael sails on to find in words not a Word, but more words still. If Paul gave Melville's compeers materials out of which to fashion an essentialist idealism, a nineteenth-century Christian Hellenism based on the quests for the "spirit," in the unorthodox Ecclesiastes Melville discovers a more heterodox wisdom and a version of that pragmatism to which even Emerson is, in the end, converted.
Moby-Dick's literalism is Melville's sustained tribute to "unchristian Solomon." The book's structure, which forgoes perfection for the sake of "a draught-nay, but the draught of a draught," vibrates with both the Ecclesiast's despair at finishing anything and the rewards of sustaining a tradition of writing. For if allegory is finally, for Melville, an apocalyptic mode -and a violent one, burning the truth with the Bible leaves -his Ecclesiast toils on, living through the apocalypse of metaphor to say, "And only I am escaped alone to tell thee." The authority that unifies the text under one meaning is replaced by a more ephemeral authority: that of the sub-sub, messenger, or scribe, who would rather tailor wisdom than boil it down. In practice, this Hebraic scribe drapes with his own colors the skeletal truth that only history can make into a living bower.
